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Engaging Men and Boys in Domestic 
Violence Prevention Strategies 

An Invitation to the Courts

I n California as well as nationwide, thousands of judges, court staff, attor-
neys, domestic violence advocates, law enforcement personnel, and other 
professionals engage daily in the battle to intervene after domestic violence, 

helping to protect the victims and their children, to hold perpetrators account-
able, and to prevent future incidents of abuse. Many of these professionals 
benefi t from superb credentials, improved legal tools, and ongoing, practical 
training about this complex, widespread social problem. Will this vast justice 
system response someday bring an end to domestic violence? If society contin-
ues to focus vast resources exclusively on intervention measures, widespread 
prevention of domestic violence before it occurs becomes unlikely.

This article will discuss the prevention of domestic violence, focusing in 
particular on efforts to engage men and boys in prevention strategies. It will 
briefl y discuss prevention and how it contrasts with traditional intervention, 
describe early public awareness and prevention strategies, review research 
on men’s attitudes toward domestic violence, and summarize some recent 
examples of research-based initiatives to engage men and boys in domestic 
violence prevention. The article will also suggest a potential process for analy-
sis of future court policy and program design with respect to prevention. 

The article does not focus on judges’ prevention efforts performed outside of the 
court; many of these creative endeavors demonstrate individual judges’ dedicated 
leadership to stop domestic violence in the community. Rather, this article sug-
gests a process for determining appropriate prevention measures to incorporate 
in the daily work of judges and court staff. While intervention must continue 
until every victim of domestic violence achieves safety and receives services, the 
courts also must put signifi cant effort into collaboration with broad segments of 
their communities to prevent domestic violence before it occurs.

TRADITIONAL INTERVENTION RESPONSES TO 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

During the past 25 years, the movement to end domestic violence in the 
United States has achieved tremendous successes in assisting some victims 
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to secure safety and access services, classifying domestic violence as a seri-
ous crime and imposing criminal sanctions on persons who use violence in 
intimate relationships, making social service institutions more responsive, and 
creating public awareness. Specifi c strategies to end domestic violence have 
concentrated on responding to the immediate needs of battered women and 
their children; raising public awareness about domestic violence as a crime; 
bolstering criminal sanctions against perpetrators; developing batterers’ 
intervention programs; and coordinating communities’ responses through the 
collaboration of advocacy programs, justice systems, and social services.

Public policy has directed most resources to address domestic violence 
and sexual assault toward criminal justice responses and social services for 
abused women and their children. Thus, in many communities, through the 
Violence Against Women Act,1 federal funds support shelters for battered 
women; counseling and other services for violence survivors, rape victims, 
and their children; and specialized domestic violence courts or court dockets 
to increase safety for victims and accountability for perpetrators. These tra-
ditional responses that focus on intervening in domestic violence and sexual 
assault are critical. Intervention activities must continue to be provided and 
improved, regardless of any initiatives developed to prevent violence before 
it occurs.

EXTENT OF THE COURTS’ WORK INVOLVING 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Much of the courts’ existing work involves issues of domestic violence directly 
or indirectly. Consider the following statistics:

■ In 2002, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1,455 people were killed 
by an intimate partner, representing almost 16 percent of all murders.2

■ Between 1998 and 2002, females were 84 percent of spousal abuse victims 
and 86 percent of victims of abuse by a boyfriend or girlfriend.3

■ Of 85,505 convicted violent offenders confi ned in a local jail in 2002, 30 
percent had victimized an intimate partner.4

■ The American Psychological Association has found that 40 to 60 percent 
of the men who abuse their wives also abuse their children.5

■ In homes where partner abuse occurs, children are 1,500 times more 
likely to be abused.6

■ Fathers who batter mothers are twice as likely to seek sole physical cus-
tody of their children as are nonviolent fathers.7
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Although many victims of domestic violence do not access the court system, these 
statistics alone indicate potential court entry points where the judiciary fi nds itself 
grappling with domestic violence issues: criminal court, juvenile court, and family law 
court. Other entry points might be probate court if a matter involves an elder victim 
of domestic violence or a guardianship proceeding for a minor, or a court’s self-help 
center when a party does not have an attorney. In fact, the issue of domestic violence 
is endemic to the court system, giving every judicial offi cer a reason to care about it.

PROMISING VIOLENCE PREVENTION STRATEGIES

Despite the successes of intervention efforts in reaching and assisting battered 
women, domestic violence continues to be entrenched in society. As work to end 
domestic violence evolves, much of what was called “prevention” just a few years 
ago would now be characterized as intervention or some combination of the two. 
Traditional responses to domestic violence included services to battered women 
and intervention by the justice system in selected cases, as well as elements of pre-
vention such as media watches and educational programming created primarily by 
advocates for battered women. During the past 10 years, domestic violence cases 
involving high-profi le persons and public education campaigns have dramatically 
raised awareness about the issue. Consequently, in a groundbreaking 2001 survey of 
over 3,300 American women, 92 percent of the respondents identifi ed the reduc-
tion of domestic violence and sexual assault as the top priority of future focus for the 
women’s movement.8 Additional research reveals that the majority of the American 
public as a whole recognizes domestic violence as a serious problem.9

A growing number of policymakers and advocates, in consideration of the long-term 
social and human costs of domestic violence, are exploring strategies to prevent vio-
lence before it occurs. These strategies, which emphasize prevention and the chang-
ing of social norms, must target teens, young parents, and their children; violence 
perpetrators; and men generally. Research and programs, for example, are focusing 
on interventions with vulnerable children and youth, as well as on universal supports 
for young families, as strategies to prevent violence against women in adulthood. The 
following are examples:

■ Treating children exposed to violence at home. This strategy, which uses 
intervention to achieve prevention, focuses on mental health support for children 
exposed to violence as well as strengthening of protective factors in the children’s 
environment through work with parents. Project examples include Chicago’s 
Child-Parent Centers, Early Head Start, and hospital-based programs in Boston 
and San Francisco.10

■ Providing supports for young and vulnerable parents. Young parents could 
benefi t from the inclusion of violence prevention services in a range of in-home and 
center-based parenting support programs. Nurse home visitation programs, for 
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example, have shown very promising results from working with fi rst-time parents, 
many of them teenagers or young persons with multiple challenges.11

■ Strengthening of mentoring, parenting education, and other violence 
prevention strategies in programs for vulnerable youth. Well-designed, 
ongoing mentoring and role-modeling programs can help young persons improve 
social interactions and develop healthy relationships. Promising programs include 
Big Brothers Big Sisters, Safe Dates, and Expect Respect: A School-Based Pro-
gram Promoting Safe and Healthy Relationships for Youth.12

■ Incorporating violence prevention services in reentry programs for youth 
aged 14–24 who leave detention in the juvenile justice system or incarcera-
tion in a federal or state prison or local jail. Mentoring, positive parenting, and 
violence prevention programs can help juveniles released from detention and 
prisoners returning from incarceration reunite with their families, lower the risk 
of harm to family members, and reduce the possibility of future arrest. Examples 
include La Bodega de la Familia (Family Justice, Inc.), a New York City program that 
focuses in part on recovering drug abusers returning from prison.13

■ Public education and leadership programs targeting men, teens, and chil-
dren. Public awareness and education campaigns can promote positive norms of 
behavior for teen relationships, engage men and boys in recognizing opportunities 
to connect positively and nonviolently with children and other young persons, and 
support young parents in their child-rearing roles. 

The courts have contact with many persons targeted by these prevention strategies. 
In addition, the courts serve as resource referral points for connecting many of these 
programs with persons who would likely benefi t. Therefore, the courts appear to be 
in an ideal position to participate in some of promising prevention practices and to 
develop additional strategies that can engage court system professionals in universal 
prevention measures without compromising the fairness and impartiality demanded 
by codes of ethics and expected by the public. 

RESEARCH ON MEN’S ATTITUDES TO VIOLENCE

Traditionally, men have not been a major part of any popular effort to address domes-
tic violence, despite important work in selected programs to redefi ne masculinity and 
to confront social norms that favor men over women. In fact, for many years in the 
context of domestic violence, men were mentioned almost exclusively as perpetrators 
of abuse or tacit supporters of systems that perpetuate violence. Work that focused 
primarily on services to victims and on criminal responsibility for violent men created 
at best an unwelcoming tone for engaging men. Thus, nonviolent men who might want 
to make a difference on these issues, other than men working in related social justice 
or academic areas, found it diffi cult to locate entry points for involvement.
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During the past few years a shift to a more welcoming tone has created new 
opportunities for engaging large numbers of nonviolent men in domestic violence 
prevention in normal activities of their lives. National public opinion research con-
ducted in 2000 provided valuable insight about men’s attitudes concerning domestic 
violence and actions in which men were willing to engage regarding this issue. The 

THE VALUE OF PUBLIC OPINION RESEARCH IN 
DEVELOPING A PUBLIC EDUCATION CAMPAIGN

Public opinion research is enormously important, if not critical, for the success of any 
public awareness or education campaign, particularly when the objective is not simply 
awareness but a change in behavior. Fulfi lling a different role than behavior research, a 
strategic, outcome-based attitudinal research approach provides results that can effect 
attitudinal and behavioral change. The results also assist sponsoring organizations in 
developing concrete plans and communications to achieve their goals. 

A public education campaign designed to effect attitudinal and behavioral change must 
gain the attention of the audience members before they will consider the message. 
Before they act on the message, however, audience members must accept it and be 
motivated by a belief that it is important, necessary, or socially desirable. Public opin-
ion research is integral not only in determining the most salient approach and mes-
sages but also in identifying the most effective messengers and mediums to achieve 
a campaign’s objectives. It is also critical for understanding the underlying values that 
inform and shape people’s opinions on the relevant issues.

Public opinion research that includes both quantitative and qualitative components 
can help in setting objectives for a campaign, segmenting and profi ling the audiences, 
identifying message strategies, and establishing baseline measurements of targeted atti-
tudes and self-reported behaviors. Tracking surveys can be conducted at later intervals 
to measure awareness of the campaign, the target audience’s degree of exposure and 
attention to the messages, and correlated changes in self-reported attitudes or behav-
iors targeted by the campaign. 

Segmenting the audience is a particularly important component of this research 
because different subgroups within the larger audience will move from attention to 
a message to behavior for different reasons. The research identifi es when and under 
what circumstances different groups of people will listen, respond, and ultimately act. 

Qualitative research can provide important and valuable insights. Often, the target-
ing of specifi c populations is the result of epidemiological surveillance or some other 
method that does not provide any information about the social, psychological, and 
environmental context of targeted attitudes or behaviors. Message design and strat-
egy benefi ts from understanding the audience’s in-group catch phrases and slang, 
identifying sources or spokespersons who will attract the attention of the target audi-
ences, and identifying unanticipated social or environmental constraints to changing 
a population’s behavior. Qualitative research allows for the fl exibility to probe where 
necessary to better understand an individual’s thought process regarding specifi c areas 
of interest.—Abigail Davenport (Peter Hart Research Associates)
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research included a national public opinion poll of 912 adult American men from 
diverse demographics, dial sessions (structured, computerized systems that monitor 
responses) to explore men’s and women’s reactions to various media segments, and 
a series of fi ve focus groups primarily with men of different ages and races.14 The sur-
vey fi ndings showed that men were willing to intervene directly in violent situations 
if they knew one of the parties involved. Interestingly, the intervenor was most likely 
to engage in a discussion with the known party, regardless of that person’s gender. 
Before this research, it was assumed that men would most likely intervene through 
a discussion with other men.15

The research also revealed men’s willingness to take the time to get involved in 
important community and public efforts to stop violence against women. Men 
reported that they were most likely to take the time to petition elected offi cials to 
strengthen anti–domestic violence laws and to talk with children about the impor-
tance of healthy, violence-free relationships. In contrast, men stated that they were 
least likely to participate in a rally against domestic violence. Finally, when asked 
which of a list of reasons was the greatest barrier to active involvement in preven-
tion, men most often selected the failure to ask men to become involved.ask men to become involved.ask 16

Focus groups gauged participants’ reactions to various types of messages in sample 
ads, yielding some interesting results:

■ The “men as role models” theme had potential as an effective message to engage 
men in prevention of violence against women. Communicating an inclusive mes-
sage that is not limited to men as fathers but as role models for boys in general 
would be an important way to reach multiple cultures and ages.

■ A clear and simple message must be communicated on the issue.

■ To avoid racist undertones, which negatively affected all surveyed men regardless 
of race, visual images must represent persons of all races. 

■ Negative themes interfere with men’s ability to perceive the message as applicable 
to them and can easily trigger feelings that all men are being considered as poten-
tial batterers.17

Other research indicates that most males are uncomfortable with violence against 
women and with the attitudes, behaviors, and language of men who commit such 
violence.18 Most men seek consent in intimate relationships and are uncomfortable 
with language and behavior that objectify and hurt women.19

Polling conducted over the past several years shows that women are more likely than 
men to identify domestic violence as an “extremely important” issue, more likely 
to report that they would do something to help reduce violence if they knew how 
to help, and less likely to accept rationalizations for the violence. One conclusion is 
that targeting men and boys for prevention efforts makes good sense because there 
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is signifi cant “room for change” on attitudinal and behavioral indicators as reported 
by men nationwide.

In summary, the following themes can be gleaned from research to date:

■ Engage men positively by using a welcoming, nonaccusatory, and culturally diverse 
tone and by communicating to men through other men.

■ Engage large numbers of nonviolent men and boys by giving them simple, clear 
roles in educational activities that help to prevent violence against women and 
children. 

■ Engage men to stand publicly against violence by giving them an opportunity 
to state their commitment and engage their peers and families, giving men the 
opportunity to play a central role in prevention campaigns.

■ Expand alliances of men by reaching out to new (and perhaps unlikely) partners 
with clear, simple messages they can incorporate in their existing work. Alliances 
might include, for example, men who for many years have worked with men who 
wish to overcome their violence, faith-based groups, organizations that promote 
responsible fatherhood, and men who work in the justice or social service system 
to intervene in violence against women. 

■ Engage men as leaders, role models, and mentors on the issue by creating oppor-
tunities for men to talk to other men, men to talk to boys, and teens to talk to 
other teens in the usual contexts of their lives (e.g., coaches talking to athletes). 

■ Engage men who are willing to become activists—for example, men who are 
already involved in violence intervention, prevention, or related activities, includ-
ing community activists, social service and government workers, and academics, 
by giving them opportunities to share learning, collaborate, and expand the depth 
of their expertise and fi eld of knowledge.

PREMISES BEHIND PREVENTION FOCUSED ON 
MEN AND BOYS

Much of the work to address domestic violence during the past three decades 
has been predicated on the belief that violence is a learned behavior that can be 
unlearned. Similarly, innovative prevention efforts employing public-education strate-
gies have been based on the conviction that social norms condoning violence can be 
shifted. Indeed, educational efforts aimed at changing social norms have had consid-
erable success in addressing alcohol, tobacco, and drug use and abuse in high school, 
college, and community settings.20

Within the fi eld of domestic violence, experts agree that current, predominant 
social norms play a signifi cant role in sanctioning and perpetuating inappropriate 
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male behavior. Thus, men can play a powerful role in promoting more positive atti-
tudes and behavior with regard to violence against women and children.21

Males of middle school and high school age also have a role to play in preventing 
violence against women, especially relationship violence. In the 2000 survey, almost 9 
in 10 men expressed support for incorporating into middle and high school curricula 
discussions about violence against women and ways to prevent it.22 Men’s thinking 
about and response to domestic violence therefore appears to be malleable; men 
pay attention to what other men think, say, and do and may be willing to take action 
if given the tools and embraced as potential partners with women in strategies to 
end violence. The research supports widespread public education and involvement 
campaigns targeting men and boys for participation in the prevention of domestic 
violence. And men, as a group, seem open to receiving messages and engaging in 
various levels of activities against violence.

PREVENTION ACTIVITIES FOCUSED ON MEN AND BOYS

This section discusses several examples of specifi c activities designed to engage 
male “bystanders” and youth in preventing domestic violence. The term bystanders
in this context means nonviolent men who are family members, friends, teammates, 
classmates, and colleagues with whom all persons have contact in the course of their 
everyday lives. Bystanders may also include men whose peers engage in domestic 
violence. 

Three initial, connected missions emerged based on the polling research: (1) involve 
men directly as models of violence prevention behavior and mentors to the next 
generation; (2) elicit a public, personal commitment from men to stand against 
violence; and (3) provide resources and build the capacity of violence prevention 
advocates to work with men. In pursuit of these missions, the Family Violence Pre-
vention Fund developed a suite of three ongoing programs: Coaching Boys into Men, 
Founding Fathers, and the Building Partnerships Initiative to End Men’s Violence.

Coaching Boys into Men 

Coaching Boys into Men was launched nationally in February 2002 to all major com-
mercial television stations, broadcast networks, cable networks, local cable affi li-
ates, commercial radio stations, and the New York Times. The campaign encourages 
men to talk to boys early and often about appropriate ways to treat women. Public 
service announcements (PSAs) for television, radio, and print media emphasize that 
boys learn from watching men and encourage men to act as role models and com-
municate with boys about domestic violence. The PSAs also pose questions about 
the right time to raise with boys the issue of domestic violence. Coaching Boys into 
Men materials include tips for talking to boys of different ages, sample talking points, 
examples of times to talk, and starting points for conversations.



Engaging Men and Boys in Domestic Violence Prevention Strategies: An Invitation to the Courts 183

The Coaching Boys into Men campaign was designed to offer men a clear and man-
age able role in helping to solve the problem of domestic violence. To maximize the 
campaign’s impact, strategic national partners were included from the beginning: 
the National High School Athletic Coaches Association, the New York Yankees, the San 
Francisco Giants, Major League Soccer, and local and regional sports-related groups.

The campaign was assessed through a study by the Advertising Council, issued in 
February 2005, which measured public perception about the importance of the 
issue, awareness of the ad campaign, and attitudinal and behavioral change.23 Signifi -
cantly, the study produced the following fi ndings:

■ About 9 in 10 adults (and 84 percent of men) “strongly agree” that men can help 
reduce domestic violence by talking to boys and feel it is extremely important 
that they do so.

■ Respondents who saw the PSAs were signifi cantly more likely than those who 
did not to agree that men can help solve the problem of domestic violence by 
discussing it with boys.

■ There was a steady and signifi cant increase in the proportion of men sur-
veyed who had actually taken action and spoken to boys about violence against 
women—from 29 percent in November 2001 to 41 percent in February 2005. 

■ Awareness of the PSA campaign increased almost fi vefold from benchmark levels, 
rising from 3 percent at benchmark to 14 percent in February 2005.24

Initial results from the Coaching Boys into Men program demonstrate that an appro-
priate delivery mechanism (in this case an extended sports metaphor) can engage 
men in specifi c, concrete actions to prevent domestic violence. The message that 
men can make a difference in preventing violence by talking to the young men and 
boys close to them is clear and uncomplicated. Future campaigns can use a modeling 
or mentoring strategy in other contexts that resonate with men and engage them in 
clear, positive, manageable actions with boys to prevent domestic violence.

Founding Fathers 

The Founding Fathers campaign, initiated in 2003, was based on the theory that 
publicizing men’s individual involvement, and thereby inspiring the involvement of 
their peers, was a critical component of a strategy to prevent domestic violence. The 
goal was to create a public role for men in the movement to end domestic violence, 
complementing the private role encouraged by Coaching Boys into Men. Some 350 
men from all walks of life mobilized in 2003 for an unprecedented public declaration 
condemning domestic violence. 

The Founding Fathers declaration, written by a group of fi ve men, appeared in a full 
page of the New York Times on Father’s Day 2003, with each of the 350 men listed 
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as a Founding Father.25 This public expression underscored the importance of men’s 
commitment to involve and validate the support of their peers. While some Found-
ing Fathers’ commitments were purely public, many were moved to pledge more 
extensive personal involvement. In addition to the New York Times declaration, for 
example, some Founding Fathers created personalized letter-writing campaigns to 
friends and family, hosted a series of open discussions among men on domestic vio-
lence, and donated resources and gifts. Some Founding Fathers even hosted meet-
ings with other men to encourage them to declare their commitment publicly. 

The Founding Fathers campaign was not evaluated formally, but anecdotal indica-
tors were strong and positive: men expressed appreciation that Founding Fathers 
amplifi ed measures to involve other bystanders. The campaign struck an emotional 
chord with both men and women as they tapped into vast personal constituencies 
of partners, friends, co-workers, and parents; men felt good about being placed at 
the leadership of what traditionally had been viewed as a women’s issue. An informal 
survey among the campaign participants confi rmed that the single most compelling 
reason for becoming Founding Fathers was “men setting an example for other men.” 
The second most compelling reason was “men taking responsibility for an issue tra-
ditionally viewed as a women’s issue.” 

The Building Partnerships Initiative to End Men’s Violence 

The Coaching Boys into Men and Founding Fathers campaigns focus on engaging men 
as bystanders, role models, and fathers. The third prong of work with men and boys, 
the Building Partnerships Initiative (BPI), involves active collaboration between men 
and women working in traditional programs to end violence against women. The BPI 
was intended to inspire more activist men to take a stand against men’s violence by 
tapping into work at the community level—in grassroots nonprofi t organizations, 
schools, the workplace, and places of worship—in an effort to create a network of 
new constituencies and to build capacity in local communities.

The BPI promotes stronger partnerships among persons currently working to end 
violence and individuals and organizations with potential for a more active preven-
tion role, with a special focus on engaging men and boys in this process. To permit 
a more comprehensive prevention agenda, the network includes new, nontraditional 
allies—groups such as unions, faith-based institutions, schools and universities, sports 
and social clubs, the private sector, and responsible-fatherhood organizations. The 
BPI was designed in consideration of certain limitations and opportunities presented 
in the fi eld: (1) innovative program work is often carried out in relative isolation, 
providing few structures for information exchange; (2) nontraditional partners bring 
great untapped potential to prevention work; and (3) ecological models suggest that 
a greater variety of individuals, groups, and community organizations should play a 
role in ending men’s violence. 
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The fi rst phase of the BPI, which incorporated information technology (IT) tools to 
interact and network across wide geographical and professional divides, consisted of 
an “online discussion series” for practitioners of violence prevention and potential 
new partner organizations. The eight-week series took place through an e-mail dis-
cussion list and was supported by a discrete Web site.26 The discussion covered four 
topics: building a “big tent,” learning from batterers’ intervention programs, working 
with fathers’ groups, and working with youth and schools. More than a thousand 
persons from all 50 states and 40 different countries signed on to the lively and fruit-
ful discussions. Discussion participants made it clear that to engage men successfully 
in ending domestic violence, practitioners, community leaders, policymakers, and 
others must model respectful relationships and partnerships.

The second phase of the BPI provides to violence prevention practitioners and 
advocates an online toolkit for working with men and boys. The toolkit27 contains 
guiding principles and “how-to” steps, training exercises, and background materials 
for working with men and boys. The toolkit builds on the momentum and connec-
tions made during the online discussion series to transform the conversations into 
practical steps for widespread prevention work with men and boys. 

Because the BPI was recently implemented, analysis of the program is ongoing. 
Clearly, fatherhood programming (services to help men serve as responsible, 
involved fathers) provides a reservoir of experience in engaging men about intimate, 
familial relationships and in listening to men’s concerns. Despite tension between 
domestic violence prevention advocates and some fathers’ groups, bridges need 
to be constructed because of the simple reality that many children have ongoing 
contact with fathers who have used violence in the family. Ultimately, safety must 
take priority over healing and contact with a child. Thus, while widespread partner-
ships between fatherhood programs and violence prevention efforts seem to be in 
a nascent stage, father-involvement programs hold perhaps the greatest promise as 
partners in violence prevention. 

EXISTING PREVENTION ACTIVITIES BY JUDGES

The three research-based strategies described above serve as examples of the myr-
iad programs that could be developed to engage men in the prevention of violence 
against women. Many judges already participate outside of court in their own strate-
gies, based on their individual interests, to prevent domestic violence. Examples of 
judicial activities include 

■ training of faith-based leaders and communities regarding domestic violence; 

■ mentoring children in various contexts, such as sports and Big Brothers;
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■ various education activities, including hosting schools in the courtroom, partici-
pating in teen dating workshops, presentations at service clubs, violence clinics at 
law schools, and mock trials in schools, senior centers, and malls; and

■ serving as examples in their own personal lives.

 These judicial efforts in the community further the prevention of violence before it 
occurs. But they depend largely on the personal leadership commitment of a rela-
tively small group of dedicated professionals. In addition to these individual measures 
and the strong violence intervention role served by the courts, judges and court staff 
can begin to incorporate prevention in the daily work of the judiciary. The remainder 
of this article suggests a process for beginning to address prevention in the courts.

DEVELOPING PREVENTION STRATEGIES IN THE COURTS

The authors explored some examples of the current efforts to engage men and boys 
in strategies to prevent domestic violence, in the context of the more traditional 
service-based and justice-system responses that have greatly strengthened interven-
tion. As noted, the concept of “prevention” has evolved over the past 25 years from 
a broad, all-encompassing label applied to any response to domestic violence to the any response to domestic violence to the any
current, more precise focus on activities that prevent violence before it occurs. 
Certainly the justice system must continue to treat domestic violence seriously as a 
crime and to intervene to help adult survivors achieve safety and protect their chil-
dren. But prevention efforts also must expand dramatically to engage all members 
of society. Strategies to engage men and boys must incorporate some of the core 
concepts tested to date: clear, simple messages that are conveyed in the context of 
everyday lives, intergenerational role modeling to change social norms, and universal 
support of positive, healthy intimate relationships among all young persons. Working 
together, women and men can change attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that recognize 
violence as an acceptable means of human interaction.

Based on these premises, the courts can engage in a process for determining how 
to reach court users with effective, culturally diverse prevention messages. This 
process would involve the following steps:

■ Assembling the appropriate discussion group. The courts need to begin pre-
vention efforts with the right persons at the table. Initially, these would include 
judges, court administrative leadership, and possibly providers of ancillary services 
(e.g., family court services and facilitators, probation). Upon agreement that the 
court can and should move forward with prevention, the discussion group could 
be broadened to include community-based domestic violence service providers, 
batterers’ intervention programs, attorneys (plaintiff and defense), and others 
who can contribute to broadening the points of contact for prevention, as well as 
the development and implementation of prevention activities.
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■ Identifi cation of potential prevention message points. The court needs to 
identify appropriate points at which to reach court users with universal violence 
prevention measures. Criminal and juvenile delinquency courts, for example, have 
contact with large numbers of men and boys who are entering the court as defen-
dants, detainees, victims, and witnesses. At what points during these contacts 
could the court engage men and boys in prevention messages or other measures? 
The court needs to consider several specifi c questions, including, for example:

– Are there points where judges personally can deliver universal violence pre-
vention messages without compromising impartiality? 

– Where specifi cally in the courthouse can prevention messages be given to all 
court users (e.g., videos and literature in waiting rooms or hallways, posters 
to educate the public)?

■ Development and delivery of prevention activities. Activities should con-
sist of promising strategies that reach men and boys, such as the research-based 
initiatives outlined in this article. Essentially, these strategies engage men and 
boys in actions to which they appear receptive based on the research. Activities 
in the courts might range from delivering messages (verbally or electronically) to 
distribution of prevention awareness materials, including resources for users who 
currently experience violence. Through leadership, courts could also participate 
in constructing broad-based, inclusive prevention campaigns in the justice system, 
consisting of measures that ultimately could reduce the need for intervention by 
reaching large segments of society.

CONCLUSION

Additional research will be needed to help shape new prevention strategies for men 
and boys. Moreover, these new efforts must connect with other prevention mea-
sures focused on teens and young persons. Primary prevention strategies are critical 
elements of future responses to domestic violence, and violence against women 
cannot be prevented without the central involvement of men and boys in changing 
social norms that currently sanction violence. Elements of a violence prevention 
focus involving men and boys include the following:

■ heightened personal awareness about violence against women and girls

■ responsible personal behavior with respect to relationships and violence

■ positive involvement in the lives of young men and boys

■ collaboration among male and female advocates and prevention professionals

■ partnership building, pursuant to common goals, between programs that promote 
responsible fatherhood and violence prevention groups 
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■ unequivocal public commitments by men that violence against women and girls 
will not be tolerated.

Efforts to engage men and boys in prevention of violence against women have just 
begun . There remain more questions than answers, but we know a great deal more 
now than a few short years ago. Future research can assist in determining answers 
to numerous questions, such as these:

■ What else needs to be learned about men’s potential responses to violence 
against women and girls? What questions do men need to be asked about how to 
involve them in prevention strategies?

■ What entry points can engage larger groups of male bystanders to participate in 
small, doable violence prevention efforts that are easily performed as part of their 
daily lives?

■ How can men become engaged in multiple, coordinated campaigns to promote 
social norms that foster healthy relationships? What key ingredients will foster 
this kind of involvement, which can deepen men’s commitment to changing 
social norms?

■ What are potential collaborations with efforts to prevent other forms of violence 
against women, such as sexual assault and stalking, and related violence, such as 
youth violence and community violence?

■ What settings, such as schools, sporting events, workplaces, and the justice sys-
tem, provide opportunities to connect men and boys with messages that promote 
healthy intimate relationships as alternatives to violence?

Future efforts to end abuse must emphasize prevention of violence before it occurs 
if we are to create a world in which women, children, and men can safely pursue and 
exercise their basic human rights. Prevention efforts not only must engage profes-
sionals and advocates who dedicate themselves to end abuse but also must welcome, 
encourage, and support persons in all walks of life—from all cultures, genders and 
gender identities and from all economic classes—to undertake activities in the 
course of their everyday lives. Only through multiple, universal, accessible preven-
tion strategies can we hope to end violence before it occurs.
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